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The Ag Decision Maker offers 
a Decision Tool to help custom 
operators and other farmers 
estimate their own costs for 
specifi c machinery operations. 
The 2011 Iowa Farm Custom Rate Survey fol-lowed the recent trend of 
small, but consistent increases 
in rates each year. Most opera-
tions showed increases of 3 to 
5 percent over the average rates 
in the 2010 survey. The aver-
age rate for combining corn, the 
custom operation with the most 
responses, exceeded $30 per acre 
for the fi rst time.
Fuel prices have soared this 
winter, causing many custom 
operators to increase their rates 
from last year. In the survey, the 
average price for diesel fuel in 
2011 was assumed to be $2.75 
per gallon, which was not far off 
in January, but is below cur-
rent prices. As a rule of thumb, 
a $0.50 per gallon increase in 
the price of fuel will cause total 
costs for machinery operations to 
increase about 5 percent.
The values reported on the 
survey are simply the average 
of all the responses received for 
each category. The range of the 
highest and lowest responses 
received is also reported. These 
values are intended only as a 
guide. There are many reasons 
why the rate charged in a partic-
ular situation should be above or 
below the average. These include 
the timeliness with which opera-
tions are performed, quality and 
special features of the machine, 
operator skill, size and shape of 
fi elds, number of acres contract-
ed, and the condition of the crop 
for harvesting. The availability 
of custom operators in a given 
area will also affect rates. 
Several new operations and ser-
vices were included in the 2011 
survey, including using seed 
shut-offs on planters, bagging 
silage, tedding and swathing hay, 
and renting a generator.
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The Machinery Cost Calculator (File 
A3-29) can be found under Crops, 
then Machinery in the Ag Decision 
Maker table of contents. 
The 2011 Iowa Farm Custom Rate 
Survey is available at county exten-
sion offi ces, online as publication FM-
1698, from the ISU Extension Online 
Store, or as Information File A3-10,  
Iowa Farm Custom Rate Survey, on 
the Ag Decision Maker website.
Average Farm Custom Rates Reported for Iowa
Operation 1978 1988 1998 2011
Chisel plowing, per acre $6.00 $8.40 $9.65 $13.70
Planting, per acre $4.40 $6.80 $8.85 $14.80
Spraying, per acre $2.40 $3.50 $4.00 $6.05
Combining corn, per acre $16.20 $22.00 $23.40 $30.90
Combining soybeans, per acre $14.00 $20.60 $22.55 $29.65
Baling square bales, per bale $.21 $.29 $.36 $.50
Custom farming, corn, per acre $58.00 $71.00 $75.80 $108.95
Custom farming, soybeans, per acre $50.00 $65.00 $70.65 $96.40
Machinery operating wage, per hour $3.50 $5.10 $7.20 $12.00
Source: Iowa State University, Iowa Farm Custom Rate Surveys, FM-1698.
In the Feb. 18, 2011 issue of the Federal Reg-ister, the United States Department of Agri-culture (USDA) published a “notice of project 
undertaken to develop technical guidelines and 
scientifi c methods for quantifying greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions and carbon sequestration at the 
practice-, process-, farm- and entity-scales.” Read-
ers can access the notice at http://edocket.access.
gpo.gov/2011/2011-3731.htm.
The project is being undertaken in response to 
a provision of the 2008 Farm Bill that says the 
“USDA shall prepare technical guidelines that out-
line science-based methods to measure the carbon 
benefi ts from conservation and land management 
activities.” The “USDA anticipates that the meth-
ods will be used by farmers and by [the] USDA 
to improve management practices and to identify 
actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
increase carbon sequestration.” 
It is expected that “the guidelines and methods 
could be used by farmers, ranchers and forest 
owners to facilitate their participation in voluntary 
State and regional systems. In order to make the 
USDA to prepare carbon measurement and management 
guidelines
by Daryll E. Ray, Blasingame Chair, Excellence in Agricultural Policy, Institute of Agriculture, 
University of Tennessee, and Director, UT Agricultural Policy Analysis Center (APAC); 865-974-
7407; dray@utk.edu; http://www.agpolicy.org
guidelines and methods most useful to a broad 
audience, a Web-based, user-friendly tool will be 
developed following the drafting of the guidelines 
and methods.”
Interested parties need to respond to the notice by 
11:59 p.m. Eastern Time on April 19, 2011. Those 
responding to the USDA notice need to respond 
to the numbered topics that are included in the 
supplementary information section of the notice. 
“Specifi cally, USDA requests comments on:
“How may USDA best improve upon existing 
greenhouse gas estimation guidelines for the agri-
culture and forestry sectors, while at the same time 
simplifying input requirements and enhancing the 
ease of use for individuals and entities?
“USDA intends to develop a standard set of meth-
ods for practice-, process-, farm- and entity-scale 
inventories which could provide a technical basis 
for improved methods for current voluntary State 
and regional systems. Are there specifi c areas 
where a USDA guideline would be most useful to 
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current State and regional systems? Are there limi-
tations to using the proposed quantifi cation tools in 
the context of State and regional systems?
“Objectives. The guidelines will result in a meth-
odology for an integrated emissions inventory at 
the entity scale for all agricultural (crop and live-
stock) and forest management activities, includ-
ing (but not limited to) those listed” in numbered 
sections dealing with cropland agriculture, animal 
agriculture, and forests and afforestation, plus a 
series of questions.
With regard to crop agriculture the USDA will be 
examining “crop, residue and soil management 
practices and technologies to increase carbon 
sequestration and reduce nitrous oxide emissions 
on mineral and cultivated wetland soils, includ-
ing tillage systems, crop rotations, nutrient man-
agement, fertilizer technologies, liming, water 
management, cover crops, agroforestry, wetland 
restoration, residue removal and alternatives to 
biomass burning.” Because rice production is 
responsible for methane production that is released 
into the atmosphere, the USDA wants to identify 
“rice cultivation practices and technologies to 
reduce methane emissions, including improved 
water table management, cultivation and fertilizer 
management.”
When it comes to animal agriculture, the USDA 
will be focused on looking for “management prac-
tices and technologies to reduce methane emis-
sions from enteric fermentation, including dietary 
modifi cation, additives, feeding management 
and reproductive management (genetic selection, 
gender differences, etc.)” as well as “grazing land 
management practices and technologies to increase 
carbon sequestration and reduce nitrous oxide 
emissions, including rotational grazing and im-
proved forage management.” They will also look 
at “manure management practices and technolo-
gies to reduce methane and nitrous oxide emis-
sions, including digesters, lagoon management, 
land application practices and composting.”
They are asking respondents to identify if there 
are “additional grazing land and animal agriculture 
activities, management practices or technologies 
to be accounted for to enhance completeness and 
comprehensiveness of the guidelines, estimation 
and reporting tools?”
The USDA recognizes that “afforestation practices 
and technologies…increase carbon sequestration.” 
Some of the things they are looking at in this area 
are “agroforestry practices and technologies to 
increase carbon sequestration through windbreaks, 
riparian buffers and silvopasture.”
Overall they are asking respondents if “there 
[are] opportunities to reduce GHG emissions and 
increase carbon sequestration in the agriculture 
and forestry sectors that should be refl ected in the 
methods.”
In developing their guidelines and models they 
have identifi ed a set of criteria that they will use: 
transparency, consistency, completeness, accuracy, 
cost effectiveness and ease of use. They then ask 
“are these appropriate criteria by which to for-
mulate GHG estimation and reporting guidelines, 
methods and tools? Are there other criteria that 
should also be considered?”
The USDA is looking for public input on these 
issues. To make sure that their input is taken into 
consideration, it is important that respondents go 
to the Federal Register website (above) and read 
the full notice, using section number designations 
to categorize their comments. The timeline for 
response is 60 days from the publication in the 
Federal register so all responses will have to be 
submitted by the deadline date. Details on how 
to submit comments are included in the Federal 
Register notice.
